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Abstract
West, Allen H. MA. The University of Memphis. May/2015. Race, Masculinity, and
Sexuality in the Urban South. Major Professor. Jeni Loftus
This research analyzes homosexuality along the intersections of race, masculinity
and sexuality in Memphis. The 2012 American Sociological Association’s Sexualities
panel called for papers on the individual subjectivities of gay men along lines of LGBT
community formation, racialized sexualities, and regional analyses beyond the Northern
region of the US. Through ten semistructured interviews with Black and White gay men
in the Memphis area I address how race, sexuality and space are contested within a
specific Southern context. Furthermore, how urban spaces like Memphis are susceptible
to rurally conflated distinctions within the Mid-South, and how these narratives combine
to structure a politics of space that limit the terrain for visible LGBT community
formation. From the micro perspective, I explain how narratives of respectability specific
to race, masculinity and emphasized religiosity brought on by the Southern context
contribute to the operationalization of space in Memphis, as well as the Mid-South as a
whole.
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INTRODUCTION
Gay men endure stigma along multiple forms of identity. Research suggests that
homophobia is regulated across various institutions (religiosity, race, and masculinity)
(Baunach, Burgess, and Muse 2009; Johnson 2008; Sears 1991). Misguidedly,
researchers often create a monolith of the South, making archetypical statements that are
intended as a broad Southern narrative. These arguments ignore many Southern
distinctions such as urban/rural, New South/Old South, or spaces designated by race or
ethnicity. How homophobic ideology is maintained across various institutions in the
South, and in a multitude of Southern contexts, may allude to local specific contexts in
which homophobia interacts within a schema of race, masculinity, and sexuality.
With this study, I analyze the intersections of race, masculinity, and sexuality
within the urban Southern environment. In so doing, I extend current literature that
argues that the urban environment can produce sexual saliency—homogenized
grouping—impacting gay men’s wellbeing (Green 2008). Specifically, I analyze the
experiences of Black and White gay men in the urban South. Using a life history
approach, I collected data towards race, masculinity, and sexuality among these men in
order to garner a rich understanding of how life on the intersections in the urban South—
Memphis specifically—allude to racially specific narratives of sexuality.
Previous research on gay communities has either ignored the South, or neglected
to make urban specific distinctions when studying South. Green (2008) suggests that
urban spaces offer a communal solidarity for sexual minorities –often cited as gay
enclaves or gayborhoods—benefiting the wellbeing of the men that reside in them. I
extend Green’s research in two important ways. First, I analyze the intersections of race,
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gender, and sexuality within the Southern urban setting. Robinson (2014) suggests that
race and gender are defining identities in the South, in that they serve as master statuses
for both the individual, as well as ideal types applied at the community level in order to
define and reify the individual. Thus, via negotiation of competing racial and gender
identities I reveal how the intersections of race, masculinity and sexuality introduce
specific narratives that may alter the beneficial effects of the urban environment.
Second, not all urban Southern places have the benefit of “Gayborhoods,” yet the
urban experience likely still matters to gay men’s experience of their sexual identity. To
support this, I focus on Memphis and its particular intersection of both urban and rural
distinctions (Robinson 2014), as well as its void of gay neighborhoods. While Memphis
is classified as an urban metropolitan by a multitude of standards, its spatial proximity to
surrounding Southern rural domains allows for a mediation of urban and rural
distinctions. Given its location, just north of the Mississippi Delta and generous
metropolitan distinctions, Memphis is an urban center with rural undertones (Robinson
2014). Memphis is also a culturally specific location given its de facto segregation, and
history of racial antagonisms allowing for richer distinctions along the lines of racial
narratives.
LITERATURE REVIEW
In this section I review current literature along three themes outlining this study.
Beginning with literature on the South, the historical context surrounding both sexuality
and race are discussed. Furthermore, I discuss Memphis and the importance of focusing
on the urban South as a connection between literature on urban cities and the Southern
region. Then I address masculine literature in relation to both race and sexuality. By
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centering this discussion within the Southern context I discuss how race, masculinity and
sexuality intersect and become constrained by the overarching Southern narrative of
place.
Multiple Souths: Deconstructing the Monolithic South
Historically, homosexuality has experienced bouts of prohibition at the national
level. Anti-sodomy laws—a form of penal sanctions for non-heterosexual intercourse—
were incorporated in every state, most of which were not repealed until the latter half of
the twentieth century (Anderson and McCormack 2010; Howard 2001). Howard (2001)
finds that these aversions have played a crucial role in the Southern narrative. Crediting
media and medical perversion propaganda for contributing to deviant labeling along the
lines of morality and mental health, Howard finds that the South has higher rates of
exclusionary practices with a history of antagonisms and prejudices aimed at gay men.
Higher rates of deviant labeling are often found in the South and are attributed to the
higher rates of rural localities’ heavily integrated networks, lower rates of education, and
higher rates of religion and religiosity (Baunach et al. 2009; Howard 2001; Johnson
2008).
The urban environment has been identified as a migratory location for gay men
(Balaji, Oster, Viall, Heffelfinger, Mena, Toledo 2012; Baunach et al. 2009; Howard
2001; Sears 1991, 2001), and in many urban settings, a space that offers physical gay
spaces in the form of gay enclaves (Green 2008). I suggest that the intersecting effects of
racial marginalization and heterosexism in the rural South deteriorate the progressive
narrative of the urban environment, and contribute to distinct narratives of repression for
both Black and White gay men.
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I argue that these narratives require inspection from an intersectional analysis of
race, masculinity and sexuality in the urban South, more specifically, Memphis, in order
to broaden the cultural understanding of race, masculinity, and sexuality. E. Patrick
Johnson’s (2008) study of Black gay men in the South introduced a needed voice within
the academy that encompassed thematic mechanisms across race and queer literature.
Focusing on Black gay men, his oral histories collected within the rural South, added to
the Southern queer literature stating that race, sexuality, and a cultural narrative specific
to the rural South requires an intersectional specific inspection. By applying a similar
framework across black and White racial categories within the urban context of
Memphis, I offer additional insight that is needed in cultural studies of both sexualities
and the urban South.
By focusing on Memphis specifically, Robinson (2014) and Rushing (2009)
suggest that Memphis conflates ideas of rural and urban as well as new and old, which
sets it apart form places like Atlanta or New Orleans. While the city offers an urban
narrative, these studies suggest that qualitative inspection reveals that its capacity to
mimic “new” urban cities becomes disrupted by the “rural Delta” (Rushing 2009:35).
Thus, Memphis’ placement in the heart of the Mid-South and atop the Mississippi Delta
structures a distinct Southern narrative that requires further inspection. By focusing on
narratives of the urban environment situated in a rural context, I anticipate that the
suggested progressive urban spaces may become problematized by the constraints of
rural spaces outlined above.
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Masculinity
Gay men encounter acts of prejudice and discrimination throughout the life cycle
and report high rates of aggression against them due to perceptions of gender nonconformity and homophobia as a response to non-normative masculinities (Baunach et al.
2009; Masculine ideology is fundamental in identity formation for both the individual
and those they interact with. Thus, violating these ideologies has proven detrimental for
the individual as they are marked with a deviant label and treated as such. Focusing on
both traditional gender ideology and masculine hierarchies of dominance research
suggests that individually these perspectives contribute to attitudes towards sexuality.
This research focuses on how these homosexual men are held accountable by masculinity
at the intersections at which they are culturally identified. That is, how the labeling
process for gender deviants leads to a variation in labeling predicated on the individuals
social location both racially and regionally.
Traditional gender ideology has shown to have a negative association with
attitudes towards homosexuality (Aggarwal and Gerrets 2013; Baunach et al. 2009;
Franklin 2000). Heavily reliant on gender dichotomies, society upholds expectations
towards gender normative behavior, attraction, and other forms of institutional divisions,
predicated on one’s biological sex (West and Zimmerman 1987). Therefore, gender
mores become ascriptive and are routinized in life trajectories, as can be seen early in life
by presenting male and female labor roles and gender expectations both in and outside of
the home (Collins 1998).
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Whitley Jr. (2001) suggests that traditional gender ideology plays a crucial role in
the variation of attitudes toward the homosexual community, claiming that those who
strongly favor gender-role identification enforce strict gender norms on both sexes.
Thus, valuing traditional gender ideology, especially those of hyper-masculinity and
hyper-femininity, correlate with higher rates of negative attitudes towards homosexual
men and women; claiming that, “homosexuality challenges the primacy of
heterosexuality as a mode of sexual expression and stereotypes of lesbians and gay [men]
emphasize cross-gender traits and behaviors” (Whitley Jr. 2001:712). These findings
support Connell's (1992) argument that homosexuality is seated relationally to
heterosexuality as a contradicting alternative to “natural” heterosexuality.
One of the most pervasive forms of gender distinctions centers on power
dynamics and male dominance. Connell (1992) argues for a structural approach to
understanding gender, more importantly masculinity, as a hierarchical structure pitting
hegemonic masculinity (Intimidating and strong) as the highest form of the masculine
role, and homosexuality (effeminate and weak) as the polar opposite. Thereby
structuring homosexuality as amasculine, and something to be devalued and considered a
threat. In relation, homophobia then becomes a key characteristic of masculinity
structuring strength and violence as a legitimate response towards effeminate and weak
men.
Green (2008) suggests that within urban gay enclaves age, race, and masculinity
form a hierarchy of desire among gay men. In his analysis, gay men adopt social scripts
of masculine domination to feminine subordination. This demonstrates how pervasive
masculine constructions are in the lives of gay men. I intend to further his findings by
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engaging the two theories by working towards an understanding of how these gender
ideologies are learned and enforced outside of the gay community, form an understanding
of how the urban South structures a specific gender hierarchy of its own, and how race
intersects with constructs of masculinity within the Southern context.
In addition to traditional gender ideology and hierarchizing masculinity, current
literature discusses the racialization of masculinity. Pascoe (2011) analyzes “fag
discourse” in her work Dude You’re a Fag and asserts that Black and White teenagers
use “fag” to challenge different ideas of masculinity. For White students, it serves as an
insult targeted as a challenge to another’s masculinity. By calling another White kid a
fag, they are asserting that they are homosexual and as a result discredited as not
masculine. For Black teenagers, fag discourse is used to feminize fellow Black kids by
suggesting that they are homosexual and in turn White, thereby feminizing them racially.
Associating homosexuality with Whiteness is a common theme in research (Asencio
2011; Hunter 2010; Pascoe 2011; Ward 2005, 2008).
Many stereotypes towards gay men are commonplace within both Black and
White racial narratives, but one of the most detrimental attitudes affecting Black gay
men’s identity are the arguments structuring homosexuality as a characteristic of the
White community (Balaji et al. 2012; Hunter 2010). This racially exclusive ideology
situates homosexuality as being anti-Black alluding to a more stringent ideological
paradox for Black gay men’s identity predicated on racial ideology.
Ward (2008) posits that White forms of masculinity are seen as race-less. She
does suggest that tropes of White masculinity are symbolized by a middle-class identity
as “financial and cultural power” (Ward 2008: 429). The goal of White masculinity is to
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suggest that you fit in with the “natural, invisible, and non-racialized” status of White
male (Ward 2008: 429). This suggests that anything that violates the “naturalness” of the
“common” status becomes a violation of the status of White masculinity.
How these forms of racialized masculinities become structured and maintained in
Memphis is crucial to this analysis. By integrating these perspectives of masculinity and
race, I hypothesize that not only will masculinity play a crucial role in these men’s lives,
but so too will racialized forms of masculinity. Thus, not only should I find a broad
narrative of masculinity, but I should also find distinct narratives of masculinity between
both my White and Black respondents.
Racial Narratives
Incorporating a regional analytic distinction is vital for unmasking the importance
of race and sexuality in the urban South. Robinson (2014) credits the South as an ideal
type for Black racial identity, a “native Black identity;” one which produces racial and
cultural boundaries for Blackness. It is through this legitimating culture that race is
produced and reproduced constructing what Blackness is and is not. By failing to comply
with the prevailing archetypes of authentic Blackness one experiences a falling from
native Blackness, thereby invalidating themselves as Black. By conceptualizing race
from an ideological standpoint, rather than typify it as a visual marker for categorization,
a sense of identity emerges; an identity shaped by a cultural narrative that defines and
constrains the self. I intend to find that this racial identity will be threatening for Black
respondents as they are centered in the middle of two competing identities.
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Furthermore, the South produces a multitude of structural and cultural
expectations toward a Black narrative, both within and outside racialized communities
(Robinson 2014). At the structural level, political and economic assaults on the Black
community have targeted labor, sexuality, education, and other forms of constraints on
mobility in the form of stratification systems intended to contain and subordinate African
Americans (Davis 1981; Johnson 2008; Katznelson 2006). That is, race relations within
the South have contributed towards the marginalized status of Blackness, as well as
contributed towards racial community formation. From this formation we find a
culturally produced racial ideology that places constraints on respectable behavior as a
defense of a marginalized status (Asencio 2011; Robinson 2014).
While the South maintains cities with some of the highest Black populations in
the country, it also maintains some of the highest rates of racial segregation (Collins
2005; Robinson 2014; Sahl and Batson 2011). Rooted in slavery and passed on through
Jim Crow, with the disenfranchisement of African Americans in the post-Civil War South
(Katznelson 2006), the notion of separate but “equal” continues in several rural and urban
localities. Through urban sprawl and other forms of physical and institutional forms of
segregation, racialized neighborhoods are a historical still frame furthered throughout the
South.
Based on these economic and social constraints Omi and Winant (1994) suggest
that a racial narrative becomes constructed. These constructions, “connect what race
means in a particular discursive practice and the ways in which both social structures and
everyday experiences are racially organized, based upon that meaning” (1994: 56).
Utilizing this idea of formation, I explain how ideas of Blackness play an integral role in
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the lives of the Black gay men interviewed. By forming expectations of a Black role, I
hypothesize that racial expectation will shape how these men are constrained by
proscriptions of sexuality.
Borrowing from Moore’s use of respectability, “It is equally important for Black
women to be seen by other members of the racial community as ‘people of good
character,’ Moore (2011:11), I use respectability to address how these men are confined
to ideas of a, “commitment and responsibility to the group through the demonstration of
loyalty, and accountability to themselves and to others for their actions” (Moore
2011:12). However, I extend this idea of respectability to narratives of race, masculinity,
within the urban South. By focusing on forms of respectability significant to Memphis,
this research will fully demonstrate the importance of contextualizing multiple forms of
the South in future analyses.
Based on Omi and Winant’s (1994) racial formation perspective, these narratives
may be constrained by ideas of race. By collecting data from men who are constrained by
racialized forms of respectability, I hypothesize that both Black and White men will
exhibit differing forms of respectability. I further hypothesize that these forms of
respectability will contain ideas of a racially specific masculine narrative for both groups
of men.
This research is supported by the above literature when suggesting that like the
South, gay men are subject to multiple narratives that constrain sexuality. First, I suggest
that not only does the Southern region play an important role in the lives of gay men, so
to does their location in the South. That is, distinctions between urban and rural locations
need to be analyzed at the local level, in this case Memphis with its particular conflated
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distinction between the two. Furthermore, with a multitude of masculine narratives
constraining how homosexuality is understood in relation to masculinity, I hypothesize
that expectations of masculinity will not only vary among Black and White respondents,
but it will also take on a Southern narrative of respectability as well. Finally, I
hypothesize that distinct racial narratives will employ varying ideals of respectability that
constrain sexuality of both White and Black gay men.
DATA AND METHODOLOGY
Life histories were collected through semistructured interviews with 10 selfidentified gay men in the Memphis area. These men ranged in age from 19 to 33, five
respondents self-identified as Black/African American and the other five selfidentified as White. All men included in the study currently reside in the city of
Memphis, and have lived in Memphis for a minimum of five years, with only four men
having lived their entire lives in Memphis. For the six men that moved to Memphis, four
were from respondent identified rural areas in Northern Mississippi, and two men were
from respondent identified rural areas in Eastern Tennessee.
Collecting life histories through semistructured interviews (Appendix A) is
supported by Connell (1992:738) claiming that it allows the interviewer “to document
social structure, collectives, and institutional change.” In these interviews themes of
religiosity, masculinity, and racial authenticity as contributing to how homosexuality is
constrained in the South emerged. Gaining insight into the lived experiences of these men
allowed me to outline the importance of the racial narratives, religious narratives,
gendered expectations of masculinity, and how these ideologies intersect relative to the
Southern urban context.
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To restrict the sample to men in a similar generation I interviewed men between
the ages of 18 and 35. I limited respondents to those born after 1980 when
homosexuality was removed from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual as a mental
disorder.

I did this to not complicate my sample with individuals who may have had the

institutional stigma of mental illness influencing their behaviors.
My primary interest in this study is to examine the life histories of gay men in
Memphis. To that end I only interviewed individuals who identify as gay men. By doing
so I eliminate individuals who identify as bisexual, lesbian, transgender, and men who
identify as heterosexual but still engage in same sex sexual behaviors. Although these
individuals have important stories to tell us about queer life in Memphis, that is not the
purpose of this study. This selection process is supported by Moore (2011:4) as means of
intersectionality that focuses on intracategorical analysis focusing on “individuals who lie
at the intersection of single dimensions of multiple categories.”
The time spent in the city criterion relies on an arbitrary minimum set by the
researcher. In order to examine how homosexuality is conceptualized within Memphis
culture, I wanted to ensure that the men interviewed had time to fully immerse
themselves in the city’s gay community. This minimum of five years also allows time for
these men to become accustomed to the ways sexuality is policed within the context of
the Memphis environment.
Provided that the homosexual population is neither directly visible nor
documented within any official capacity, I relied on my preexisting network of gay men
in Memphis to recommend possible respondents for recruitment, as well as distributed
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flyers (Appendix B) on campus through the university’s Gay Straight Student Alliance. I
therefore used both convenience and snowball sampling. Although this method of
recruiting respondents does not produce a representative sample, that is not the purpose
or intention of this study.
All 10 interviews were conducted at local coffee shops across the Memphis area.
Interviews lasted from 45 minutes to two and a half hours. The interviews consisted of
questions covering a wide range of topics including how they learned about
homosexuality, when and from whom do they conceal their homosexual identity, and
how restrictions of homosexuality in Memphis compares to surrounding rural areas.
Interviews were recorded with the permission of the respondents and transcribed by the
researcher only. Respondents were also given a cover sheet (Appendix C) to fill out
before each interview. This form collected demographic information including: age, selfidentified race, self-identified sexuality, household income, and residential background in
relation to Memphis.
Data were analyzed using NVivo data analysis software using a primarily
inductive approach. This approach allows themes to emerge from the data. Although
this analysis was primarily inductive, it was guided by principles identified in previous
research. By focusing on masculinity, race, and religiosity in the South I was able to
collect data that explores how space in Memphis becomes problematized by these
constructions as a means to constrain sexuality.
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RESULTS
I start this analysis with a brief description of the Memphis area. I then move in
to define how space is maintained in the city, and how Memphis becomes contextualized
as a gay space throughout the Mid-South area. Finally I end by detailing how
respectability is used to enforce these spaces, and how this knowledge is formally learned
along constructions of race, masculinity, and religiosity that is specific to Memphis, and
associated with the greater Mid-South area.
Memphis from the Eyes of the Respondents
The loud yet not so proud city of Memphis sits in the Southwest corner of
Tennessee. Bordering Arkansas and Mississippi, the Memphis greater metropolitan area
is home to 1,305,946 residents (US Census 2009). Along with the entire state of
Tennessee it also boasts some of the greatest amounts of legal LGBT exclusionary and
discriminatory practices in the country. As part of the Sixth Circuit Court decision in
2014, Tennessee remains one of the four states in the country that refuses to lift gay
marriage bans, as well as continues to support workplace discrimination. While
Memphis and the county it resides in is still considered an outlier compared to the rest of
the state, given its significant democratic population and voter turnout, it still refuses to
legitimate same sex relationships in a country that legitimates homosexuality at the
federal level. These legal sanctions and exclusions for the gay men in this area are
recognized and play a major role in their lives.
For respondents, Memphis has a lot to offer in comparison to its rural neighbors
(anonymity from small town living, spaces that allow open sexual expressiveness, and an
available market for sexual connections). Yet, the city does not fit the gay friendly urban
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ideal. Memphis, then becomes a mirage of the urban context that allows these men to
escape the “Southern living” that demands a multitude of respectable behaviors—namely
embodiment of religious riotousness, masculine ideology, and racial authenticity.
While cities like Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York are able to boast about gay
communities, gay enclaves, and other forms of visible gay concentrations, Memphis and
other Southern cities alike are not so fortunate. While the South does offer several cities
that cater to these progressive communities, such as Austin, Atlanta, and New Orleans, it
also offers a radically different social climate; one that is heavily reliant on historical and
political exploits that are significant to this region. From Racial antagonisms stemming
from slavery to dense concentrations of Christian fundamentalism, the South is a bastion
of passé ideologies that challenge nonconforming behavior and a threat to identity
formation of gay men, as well as gay communities, caught between its borders.
Memphis and the Politics of Space
In this section I introduce the concept of the politics of space. How space in both
the Mid-South and in Memphis becomes identified with identities such as White/Black,
Gay/Straight, etc. plays a major role in the lives of the gay men interviewed. For them,
knowing the distinctions between where and when their sexuality can be openly
expressed is decided for them. Similar to the conceptualization of progressive urban
areas, Memphis and the Mid-South area constrain sexuality to limited spaces based on
multiple narratives contextualizing this area of the South.
The men in this study point to their sexuality as a guarded identity that offers
discreditization along multiple identities. No matter how they learned to identify their
homosexuality, they first learned that it serves as a flawed identity, a spoiled identity.
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That is, across multiple social constructions of self—namely race, masculinity and
religiosity—homosexuality serves as an antithesis, the “good bad example” at fulfilling
whatever identity they are ascribed to. This reality situates these men in the constant
internal process of checking with the immediate social institution they are in proximity to
and how they have to be perceived in that context. This process leads these men to cater
to the expectations of character whether it is a church pew or trip to the grocery store, and
this negotiation often leaves their sexuality repressed well below the surface.
Throughout the life course these negotiations start at a young age, often in high
school. Post-puberty rituals of masculinity often start in the form of teasing. “Punk,”
“fag,” “sissy,” “bitch ass nigga” are common tropes used to not only challenge the
masculinity of peers, but to socialize them as ideal men. These tropes become associated
with arenas of masculinity—locker rooms and ROTC cliques—which are some of the
first institutions these men cite their suppression based on institutional proximity.
This process is heavily reliant on the politics of space which involve both micro
and macro ideas of space. At the micro level, space is a fluid construct that can regulate
behavior within a specific time and space. For example, a school basketball court can
become a masculine space when the team takes to the court and the stands are filled with
screaming students, but on every third Thursday afternoon it could host the school’s Gay
Straight Alliance meeting. This temporality makes these micro cases rely on both the
actors present and the actions taking place. Whereas on the macro level, space becomes
understood as a permanent facilitator of ideology—which can change over time—that
can be seen across community classifications such as rural/urban, gay/straight, or
White/Black.
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As these men progress through the life course they learn when and where they can
activate their sexual identities, at the macro level the urban environment is often regarded
as a space for homosexual behavior. In Memphis space is partitioned to an even greater
extent—understood as near exclusive to the Midtown area—leaving few areas that
actually allow the men in my sample to openly express their sexuality.
Midtown Memphis is a historical district east of downtown. It is known for its
laidback, eclectic culture and residential irregularities that place “mini-mansions” in the
same neighborhoods with quadroplexes. Midtown encompasses the major LGBT
establishments, such as bars, clubs, and community centers. By cultural understanding,
Midtown is reserved for non-conformity in a city with identifiable borders for race, class,
and heteronormativity. While Midtown is not a “gayborhood,” it is an area often
identified as more LGBT friendly.
As Brian describes below, Midtown is the one area in town in which gay men are
more likely to feel comfortable being out. He begins by talking about other parts of
town, “Hickory Hill, Kirby Parkway…South Memphis, North Memphis” as being
intimidating places for gay men, referring to them as “rough” and “rundown.”
Close-mindedness, it's a lot of close-minded people in those areas, and I
feel like, well for others they feel like they have to defend themselves.
Because you're going to have those close minded people looking at you,
staring at you, talking bad about you, scream mean [things], wanting to
fight because you're a gay man. So it's a lot of close-minded people. Then
you have those people that are not, but it's very slim...and in midtown, it's
not bad at all, for me it's not…they wont be like, "oh look at them little
fags, them bitch ass niggas, they over their kissin and hugin." And I've
never experienced that here. (Brian, Black, 24)

17

Most respondents focused on the importance of knowing the areas that strictly proscribe
homosexuality and could readily recall instances of physical violence and verbal assaults
when they violated the respectability of these places. The men in my study suggest that,
like the surrounding rural communities, verbal assaults and physical violence are primary
tools that drive these men from other parts of Memphis into the Midtown area. While all
respondents cite Midtown as a gay space, it by no means fits the definition of a gay
enclave, nor does it speak towards an inclusive community. Aside from the handful of
gay bars and nightclubs, most of which are in the Midtown area, these men have to rely
on their early life experiences to interpret if they are in a space that is non-threatening to
their wellbeing. This interplay of space and respectability serves as a determinate for
migratory patterns that can be seen from both the outsider and the “local” insider.
Migration: in and out
For gay men in and around Memphis getting in and getting out are two significant
narratives driven by the politics of space. The first, offers a release for men in Northern
Mississippi and Western Arkansas, whether it is a vacation to the city, or a migration
from their native hometowns, these men see Memphis as an arena they can enter and
embrace their sexual selves. The second is seen as an inevitable reality for all the men in
my sample who reject politics of respectability they have grown accustomed to. They set
their sights on urban centers beyond Memphis—Atlanta, Chicago, New York—based on
the availability of gay community formations that they are not afforded in Memphis.
These politics are recognized by both the White and Black gay men interviewed, namely
in the negotiation of space.
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For gay men in rural communities in Northern Mississippi and Western Arkansas
Memphis, and other urban cities like it, are seen as arenas where homosexuality is
allowed to exist.
Some moved. I ran into a few people who moved up here, or over to
Tupelo, down in Jackson. Where there is at least some type of society, and
some sense of belonging. Where I was, just like me, I’m surrounded by
neon orange, camo, people getting drunk in the Wal-Mart parking lot. And
me just being like, “God, I need a drink but I can’t just go to the bar down
the road because there is some big guy with a 16 inch beard who is going
to try the punch me in the face.” (Erick, White, 26)
Spaces in smaller towns become identified as “homosexual free” by narratives restricting
homosexual spaces by use of religious discourse to demonize it and as legitimation for
exclusion and violence. Small towns in the South are often perceived as being unsafe
spaces for these gay men. As Steven explains,
Like I said down South, walking to the grocery store, or walking outside
your house if you're not being masculine that could be the time that you
put yourself in danger. (Steven, Black, 27)
For those few small town gay bars that do exist, secrecy and seclusion is key.
Respondents from these areas suggest however that these spaces are too visible to the
surrounding community, making them not truly safe spaces. Thus, these men either seek
“sexual tourism” by visiting areas like Memphis or by physically migrating to them.
“Tribulation” sums up the life for my respondents in the rural Southern areas
surrounding Memphis.
Therefore you're going to have to suppress yourself, your sexuality, a lot
more to fit in. And in the city like Memphis it's big enough to where you
don't have to, if you don't want to you don't have to be suppressed, you
don't have to try to fit in. (Donnie, Black, 33)
For the outsider, Memphis offers a spatial ideal that allows the individual to slip away
into anonymity. A space where one could get lost and never be found, unless he wanted
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to, a life that has to be better than where they are, and a space that they set their sights on
early on in life.
[Gay] people were there, but for them to express themselves they had to
come up here to Memphis, or they went into Tupelo, or down to Jackson.
So the aspect of what you see as a normal society, the normal life, that’s
all you saw. (Erick, White, 24)
This notion of “sexual tourism” is common for the rural gay men outside of Memphis,
one that leaves them with a frequent weekend trip to Memphis to escape the local
persecution of their hometowns.
For the gay men “outside of town” the politics of space restricts their sexual
selves to a permanent closeted identity. When they do come out to their immediate
family and friends, they only extend the burden of secrecy. While the occasional small
town gay bar serves as an outlet, most fear the repercussions of being seen in these
places, as they are not situated in a space that conveys acceptance or privacy. These
places become a stage that places their sexuality in the purview of the surrounding
community.
Those that move to the city, or the ones that have spent their entire lives in
Memphis, eventually all want the same thing, to get out. Places like Nashville and
Atlanta are appealing to them for the same reasons that Memphis is appealing to those in
rural surrounding areas. For them, the “city” is just an extension of the rural narrative.
They too feel that they are held accountable in their individual communities and seek the
“true” urban ideal that promises a chance to freely express who they are without having
to look over their shoulders. For these men constraints of respectability as men, men of
color, a Christian (whether they have religiosity or not), etc. define them as deviant, and
require them to suppress or live in fear of rejection and violence.
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Memphis then becomes an extension of the surrounding rural communities.
While permitting safe spaces and the anonymity of a crowd they know that at some point
they have to leave these spaces, and return to their constrained selves based on the
expectations of heteronormative lifestyles that constrain them. Be it their work lives,
family functions, or a trip to the local gym, areas of respectability clutter their lives on a
daily basis. Even those that choose to live and work in the Midtown area still endure
politics of space and associate them with the Memphis narrative.
White and Black spaces
In Memphis, racially defined spaces are nothing new. It has been 50 years since
Jim Crow was eradicated throughout the South, however a quick trip through the city will
show that de facto segregation is alive and well. While the “colored entrances” and
“sundown” signs have been removed, the neighborhoods, school systems, and gay spaces
become defined as White or Black.
…why can't we just, we are all gay why can't we just get together?" And
I’ll look at Chicago, I'll look at, shit, Houston, Atlanta. And it's so funny
because the White and the Black gays they all get together, there. Why
can't we get together here? I mean, Atlanta is a part of the South. It's
weird, because when I went to Atlanta we were in a club and it was just, it
was mixed. I loved it. (Brian, Black, 24)
Comments like these were common, and all suggest that the gay community is a mirror
image of the racial tensions in Memphis.
The two respondents interviewed that work in the gay community (a bartender for
a local gay bar and a drag queen) were able to explain how these two spaces operate. The
Midtown area is home to the “White” spaces while the “Black” spaces are pushed into
the surrounding neighborhoods that are also confined by the racialized politics of space.
While the White spaces maintain a fixed location most Black establishments struggle to
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stay open, and often are reduced to “themed nights” in typically straight spaces. “Lipstix
Memphis,” a now stable Black location in the Hickory Hill area, spent its first 10 months
travelling from club to club on specially assigned nights throughout the city. Most of the
Black gay spaces either start as fluid locations or end up becoming these non-stable
institutions.
While laws or codes of ethics do not formally enforce these spaces, controlled
information channels and intimidation practices separate them. The first form, controlled
information channels, requires that these men follow the appropriate groups on social
media. “Memphis Black Pride” is a popular group on Facebook and Twitter that posts
what bars and nightclubs are allocating special nights for “gay and/or lesbian events.”
Similar to “ladies nights” these themed functions are a one night only special event that
alters the normally heterosexual establishment.
The second form, intimidation, happens in two ways. The first is on the
individual patron level.
Illusions, it was something back in Frazier. We went there, Donny and I,
and they were all frowning up, looking at me like really? And then they
put the spotlight on me. "Here's the only White boy in the club, everybody
say hello" it was humiliating, I was like I got a get out here. (Ricky,
White, 33)
I’m probably one of three White [drag queens] that have ever made it to
the Black side, and actually be accepted...If you are Black queen and went
to perform on the White side you would never be accepted on the Black
side again. (Erick, White, 24)
While Ricky was the only White respondent that mentioned entering these spaces as a
patron, he suggested that these reactions were common practice when he visited other
similar bars. The second form of intimidation is seen at the institutional level, by
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controlling where the drag queens could perform. While Erick suggested that these
tensions are “getting better” he suggested that they still had a long way to go.
While I have few data sources on maintaining White spaces, Brian suggests that
White racially defined spaces are really defined by behavior. “…they feel like White
guys look down on them and they don't wanna fool with them (Brian, Black, 24).” By
claiming that “Black culture” is seen as devalued by White gay men, he suggests that
rather than these spaces self identifying as White, they are often associated by both
patrons and outsiders as White spaces. He refers to negative expectations of behavior
that are associated with Black culture, and suggests that most spaces in the Midtown area
cater to a “more laid back atmosphere” (i.e. White), notions that he associates with jazz
and a more “mellow vibe.”
While spaces are identified as Black/White or Gay/Straight by labels, it is the
underlying narratives that define how these spaces operate and are maintained. Via
formal socialization into social constructions, such as masculinity, religion, and race,
space becomes associated with respectability. Moreover, these men are raised in
heteronormative spaces that teach them about homosexuality in negative ways, often
situating them as opposed to cultural expectations. The expectations that these men learn
that they are expected to uphold are what I define as narratives of respectability, and it is
these narratives that define and maintain the politics of space in Memphis.
The Narratives of Respectability
For the analysis of respectability I focus on how these men learn the expected
roles surrounding their identities, use this knowledge in their everyday construction of
self, and how these rules of respectability cause these men to negotiate between their
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virtual and actual identities. For these men, learning about homosexuality often fell in
the form of “what not to be” when being taught other roles. This socialization becomes a
tool that allows them to make sense of the construction of space. Finally, how these men
use this knowledge to maintain respectability is crucial in understanding how sexuality is
constrained by race, masculinity and region.
Authenticity drives this notion of respectability, and can be seen across multiple
social institutions. These men express that they are constantly in dialogue with their
sexual nature and the authentic nature that they know they are required to possess. What
makes Memphis of particular interest then is how the men in this study are constrained by
a similar rural type of narrative that does not allow for sexual diversity. In this section I
discuss the major institutions that drive the politics of space via socializing channels of
respectability.
Whether they learned it from family members, friends, or religious figures,
respondents learn that gay men are flawed. For most of the men interviewed this was
problematic because they were already aware of their sexual attraction to other men
before learning that it symbolizes failure. Learning about homosexuality in indirect
methods—a pastor delivering a sermon on ways that men can fall off of the path to
Christ, or peer groups teasing another kid for not being masculine enough—taught them
how different spaces maintain variations in respectable behavior. These instances began
their formal integration into spheres of identity that they learned to associate with
heteronormativity.
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“Tell me, are you a Christian child?”: negotiating spaces of religiosity
It is well documented that the South has a higher level of religiosity than other
parts of the United States. For instance, according to the Pew Research Center, 72% of
Tennessee residents report that religious beliefs and practices are very important to them,
compared with 56% of the U.S. population as a whole and 47% of residents of
Wisconsin, as an example of a state outside the South (Miller 2008). Mississippi
residents have an even higher rate at 82% (Miller 2008).
With high rates of religiosity in the area, most of the men learned early in life that
the religious sphere requires them to withhold their sexuality.
So I think that kind of misled me, it kind of had me thinking that it was
wrong and there was something wrong with the people that were like that.
So I guess that even though it was skewed it just, I don’t know. Growing
up in the church you were just told, “no, that’s not right.” (Zachariah,
Black 26)
Like I said religion has been crammed into our head since the beginning,
and the thing that they make us do to confine our thoughts, or conceal our
lifestyle, is saying, "oh you’re going to Hell," and when you hear about
Hell of course nobody wants to go [there] (Steven, Black 27)
In Memphis this becomes problematic, with a church on almost every corner and crosses
that tower over the interstate, one would not have to stretch the imagination to realize that
religiosity plays a major role in the daily lives of Memphians. These physical
monuments stand as a form of symbolic power regulating the lives of these men, one that
keeps many negotiating their sexual identities in every sphere they encounter on a daily
basis. For these gay men, living in the South and biblical expectations go hand-in-hand
as a major narrative contextualizing this corner of the Mid-South. With biblical emphasis
either blatantly displayed or assumed based on previous experiences, these men
encounter a constant negotiation between the sinner label and their sexual identity. This
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process leaves many in fear of exposing themselves as homosexual from their earliest
notions of sexual desire up to their present circumstance in the work force. Thus, religion
dominates as a constant factor constraining their identity even in times of privacy.
As discussed above, spaces can facilitate these moral codes of respectability and
Memphis is associated with a religious narrative that demands a religious ethic. As Marc
Chon sang in his ballot of Memphis, “…they got gospel in the air” and for these men this
air is near impossible to avoid. This tone forces the men to act towards spaces of
religiosity in two ways: avoidance or create new religious spaces.
Avoidance, for these men, emerges in two ways. First, they may take a passing
approach towards their stigmatized identity. That is, they keep their sexuality hidden
from those in the congregation as a way to avoid judgment. One man in particular, has
spent most of his life either performing in religious worship groups or leading worship
teams on stage as the musical director. For him, and others that conceal their sexuality in
these spaces, religious institutions are a heavily guarded space, and uphold strong
convictions of heteronormativity. The second form of avoidance is a literal break from
religious spaces. By loosening their faith, these men avoid the repressive religious
narrative that they learned at an early age. While most maintain some form of
religiosity, they do so outside of the church setting.
For many of the men in my sample finding a religious institution that is accepting
of their homosexual identity can be a challenge. Two churches were often mentioned, one
in midtown and the other just outside of the midtown area. Visiting the webpages of both
churches I found that they both sponsor LGBT community centers on their homepages,
both are active in LGBT community events such as pride, and one of the churches often
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hosts events at a well-known gay bar in the Midtown area. Other than these two
churches, most of the men were unable to think of other accepting institutions.
“Walk like a man”: the straight line of masculinity
These men have been taught throughout the life course that masculinity is a
crucial aspect in their lives. From early social institutions, such as the family, to current
institutions such as work and occupation, constructs of masculinity challenge their
sexuality. For them, negotiating the boundaries between respectability and
homosexuality requires constant acknowledgement for the spaces they encounter. Fear
of abandonment, hostility, or violence as consequences for homosexual identity maintains
spaces of masculinity.
Spaces of masculinity, like religious spaces, become entwined with other spaces
and social institutions. From early in the life course the family is the first formal
socialization these men encounter. Masculine figures, such as the father, initiate these
men to the idea of formal sanctioning for violating social constructs of masculinity.
“…as I’m walking my dad was like, ‘Son, put your arms down! Stop walking
with your arms crossed, people are gonna start saying things about you!’
(Zachariah, Black, 26).
Whenever he would call me a fag or sissy or whatever, I would go paint my nails
clear, and I'd priss even harder down the street. Just to fuck with him, and I'm sure
I got a lot of ass whippings for that, but I probably took them you know. (Ricky,
White, 33)
Interactions like these served two purposes: first, to situate homosexual (i.e. feminine)
behavior as being the antithesis to expected masculine behavior. Second, to teach their
sons that societal expectations of masculinity are heavily guarded by the specter of
society. Early in life sanctions from male figureheads in the family were mentioned by
all but one respondent.
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These interactions stay with these men, and are replicated in spaces of
masculinity. Other than high school sports teams and single gender cliques, spaces of
masculinity are not as visible as a church, for example, rather they become spaces that are
dominated by expected gender norms. No matter the respondent’s age, race, or
socioeconomic status, the workplace, for example, remains a constant space in which
these men attempt to maintain masculine respectability.
Because I'm afraid, I just don't want it to be awkward. It's not that I give a
fuck, because a lot of people. I don't care. It's just that, when I go to work I
don't want to. I deal with enough stress, and that's not something that I
want to be. (Donnie, Black, 33)
But at the same time, in this day and age, those can be the same people
that get you fired based on your sexuality. Because in Tennessee people
can fire you for anything, they not going to tell you, "oh I fired you
because of your sexual orientation." They can make up any reason with
you know, those things, like those things play a part into why people don't
want to come out at work. (Steven, Black, 27)
Ranging from total secrecy to controlling who knows, these men try to maintain
“professionalism” in the form of fulfilling masculine expectations out of fear of being
held back from promotional opportunities, or even termination.
Beyond spaces of masculinity, heteronormative spaces force these men into
confirming narratives of heterosexuality.
…there's like a camaraderie with straight dudes that is necessarily different. And
while I haven't had a bad experience, it's just. I guess there's always that feeling of
conflict, or unnecessary conflict (Paul, White, 27)
So, to be accepted a lot of us do the norm, do what's told of us, or is asked of us to
be accepted. And it goes back to being masculine. (Steven, Black, 27)

With the normative narrative governing non-homosexual spaces as heterosexual, these
men find it easier to go along with tropes of masculinity. These instances are often a
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repercussion of earlier initiations to masculinity that cause these men to fear how
announcing their sexuality may lead to sanctioning.
These scripts of masculinity become pervasive in these men’s lives, to the extent
that they sanction fellow gay men for violations of the masculine role. Applying labels of
desirable and undesirable to gender displays and attaching them to the sexual positions
that one takes becomes a formal sanction in gay spaces.
…within "gay world" you often have bottom hating. Oh I hate it! It's like
"oh, I'm not a bottom!" Like, who gives a shit? I mean it takes two people
to have sex right? So, who cares? And being a bottom is often seen as less
masculine for obvious reasons. (Paul, White, 27)
Balaji et al (2012) supports this idea. In their study of gay men in Jackson
Mississippi, they find that men would often exert masculinity by feminizing men
that received anal penetration during sex. This idea of “Fem Shame” and
masculine desire leads to disparities in dating culture by conceptualizing the
identity of the penetrated male as obviously feminine.
It is apparent that masculinity becomes a controlling narrative in early life and
applied throughout daily interactions for these men. In the Memphis area, as well as the
greater Mid-South, I find that masculinity controls multiple spaces and becomes an
internal narrative that these men see being reproduced in gay spaces as a form of social
control. Thus, masculinity becomes an inescapable force in the lives of these men.
Forming Racial Narratives of Sexuality and Space
The meaning of race is defined and contested throughout society, in both
collective action and personal practice. In the process, racial categories
are themselves formed, transformed, destroyed, and reformed. We use the
term racial formation to refer to the process which social, economic, and
political forces determine the contents and importance of racial categories
and by which they are in turn shaped by racial meaning. (Omi and Winant
1994:61)
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This process outlined by Omi and Winant captures Memphis and its significant
construction of two forms of respectability surrounding racially constrained
homosexuality. Like “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987) respondents suggest
that “doing sexuality” becomes complicated by race, and that sexuality is done differently
when these men have to simultaneously “do race;” a concept that becomes complicated
by spatial politics when Memphis also contains race by a similar politics of space.
A major limitation in this section stems from collecting data by talking with men
about how their race and sexuality conflict in racially specific ways. While Black
respondents were able, as well as eager, to talk about narratives of Blackness, White
respondents were more often unaware of how a racial narrative informed them of specific
White proscriptions to homosexuality. Thus, most of the data collected for White
narratives of sexuality were interpreted from their discussions of Black gay men. By
analyzing the ways they discuss narratives of Blackness towards homosexuality I was
able to infer how their own racial identity constructed narratives of homosexuality.
Given this form of data collection, I will first discuss narratives of Blackness, and then
discuss narratives of Whiteness in reference with the Black narrative.
Constructing the Black narrative
It's just like, Black gay men just possibly have to work one or two times
harder than other gay races. Because of you being [a] gay male and your
race as a whole is close-minded, once again you're supposed to be this
dominant Black male, with a strong Black woman, with kids, a house.
That's the whole Black American Dream [laughs]. And that's what it is. So
you just have to work hard, well harder... (Brian, Black, 24)
Like masculinity and religion, Black respondents are informed of their racial
identity at a young age. Multiple spaces inform them of what is expected of them as
Black men, and that like masculinity and religiosity, there is a social specter monitoring
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their behavior. Narratives of respectability are enforced through family, religiosity, and
peer groups, and for respondents growing up in racially defined spaces in Memphis, these
narratives become inescapable.
This narrative takes to masculinity and religiosity in distinct ways, similar to the
general narratives of religiosity and masculinity surrounding Memphis, these narratives
form proscriptions of homosexuality, however, they do so additively. In this case, these
men not only violate social scripts of masculinity and religiosity, but Blackness as it
encompasses both as a racial narrative. That is, the narratives of Blackness conflate these
categories into a sole form of respectability.
For Black respondents this becomes a dual narrative. Not only does the Southern
environment maintain a high emphasis of biblical literalism, so too does their racial
narrative. Every Black respondent discussed growing up in the church and how the
institution of religion often kept them closeting any notion of their sexual desires. More
specifically, they discussed how religious ideology becomes highly integrated within the
Black community constructing a racial narrative that maintains strong Christian
convictions.
Because they are Southern Baptist, and that's how they were brought up.
And the elders in the family are not willing to change their views. Because
they believed this for 60 years, you know. They are not willing to accept
or change their views, or overlook it. (Donnie, Black 33)
Every Black respondent suggested that the intergenerational emphasis towards religiosity
within the Black community maintains a strong hold on their lives; one that they
recognize as a legitimizing character of a Black man. Thus, violating proscriptive
sexuality was violating the community’s notions of an authentic religious and Black
narrative.
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Like religion, Black men become wedded to specific images of masculinity.
“They’d rather you be a thug than be with a dude” (Steven, Black, 27). This racial
narrative towards masculinity serves as a community presence that these men engage
internally that can prove detrimental for some men. Donnie, a Black respondent formerly
on the “Down Low” or “DL,” explained it best when talking about pressure from the
Black community.
I've got other friends, or family members that are DL, and it’s basically a
situation where you're being straight, you're living a straight life, [you]
want everybody to know, to think, that you’re straight…In the Black
community it’s more like we've got all these men, Black men, that was
taught that being gay was wrong. So even though in their heart they
were—they knew that they were gay—they knew that they like men, [but]
they went and fucking got married to a woman, had kids. So now they're
caught up, tangled up in this web. And they've got to keep this life
suppressed and on the DL, you know. (Donnie, Black, 33)
This proscription for homosexuality brought on by notions of community expectations
causes men to commit to lifestyles that they are unable to uphold. Men in these positions
often create reasons for “sneaking around” and engaging in sexual encounters with other
men, but never able to commit to a full relationship. These measures are an example of
the extreme lengths that some of these men have to endure in order to engage in
homosexual behavior. For them, there is no space, nowhere that they can relax and
engage in their sexuality. According to respondents, DL men must suppress their
identities, and act only in secrecy.
Every Black respondent I spoke with knew of at least one man on the “DL,” after
a respondent put me in touch with a self identified “DL” man I spent weeks arriving for
interviews with no call and no show. After speaking with the respondent that put us in
communication with each other, he stated that that behavior was typical of him (and
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others in the “DL” culture), and that “when we were hookin up, I would wait all night
and never hear from him sometimes (Brian, Black, 24).”
Constructing the White narrative
While the White men in my study could not speak directly to a racial narrative of
Whiteness, their discussions of hardships experienced by gay men in the Black
community suggest that they recognize that their sexuality is less of a stigma within their
communities. They suggest greater amounts of masculine investment within gay spaces,
and lower amounts of religiosity. For them, the specter of masculine spaces plays a
larger role in their lives than religiosity (a notion that they identify as not typical of the
South).
When discussing their rationality for concealing their sexual identity, White
respondents were concerned most with portraying themselves as masculine. This from
high school cliques to office politics, these were the men who tactfully invest in
masculinity on a regular basis. These were also the men in the study who had the least
favorable opinions of feminine men.
They are just so feminine, I'm thinking. It kind of scares me a bit
sometimes...I'm dating a really feminine person so I know how they can
act. And it's just like, I'll just go wander off over here...So if I'm out in a
public place and one of my friends, who may or may not be flamboyantly
gay, and they want to come up and hang out and hug, that kind of stuff.
I'm like, "we are in public." (Jason, White, 22)
I mean to this day I don't really, I don't really associate with a lot of
homosexual men. I just haven't found any that will like sit down and talk
like this. I can honestly say that you are the first gay man that I've actually
spoken to about this kind of stuff. (John, White, 20)
These distancing techniques, while not blatantly stated, suggest a feminized view
of gay men, an image that these men dissociate with.
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While not all of the White men in the study mentioned distancing
themselves from feminine men, they often cited concern for other feminine men
for fear of violence, abandonment, and struggles with finding intimate partners.
When discussing the dangers of being associated with femininity, John details his
first reaction after coming out.
he was the only person I told because we have been best friends…he was
like, "oh wow that's really cool, I'm glad you finally came out." And he
called me over to his house one day, and when I got there I got jumped by
three or four high school seniors. (John, White, 20)
While fear of violence was often mentioned by Black respondents, White
respondents were able to recall moments that they, or their close friends, were
physically assaulted for “queening out” (a common term for moments of
emphasized femininity) at the wrong time. Either from family members or peers,
most of the White men in my sample were physically reminded of what happens
when violating masculine narratives.
Even in their coming out process they are constrained by masculine ideology.
While Black respondents typically came out to both of their parents at the same time,
White respondents were more likely to come out to their mother first. Some stated that
they rationalized this based on their fear of their fathers rejecting them or reacting
violently. This idea stems from both early in life sanctioning for violations of
masculinity, as well as sanctions of violence and rejection from other male peers.

34

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Discussion
This work supports the claim made by the Sexualities panel from the American
Sociological Association, that more research is needed on gay men based on region, race,
and urban/rural specific narratives (American Sociological Assosiation 2012). This
research shows that the heavy emphasis on studying gay communities in the North and
along the West coast is a disservice for the field of sexualities. By showing that
narratives of rural and urban distinctions in the South can be complicated by areas like
Memphis, I have exhibited the need to further investigate how space can be managed in
urban areas throughout the South. Thus, rather than create a monolith of the South future
research needs to fully investigate how the Southern region manages sexuality in a
variety on contexts (i.e. urban vs rural, Mississippi Delta vs Appalachia, etc.). Also, I
have exhibited how places with large racially segregated neighborhoods can produce an
atmosphere that can cause gay men to act towards their sexual identity in racially distinct
ways. By including region, and spaces similar to Memphis in future research of the
South, sexuality studies will uncover that general theories of sexuality will be constrained
and altered when space is taken into consideration.
According to respondents life in Memphis can be summed up as a different kind
of urban space outlined by Green (2008). While there are spaces for homosexuality to
occur, these spaces are isolated to a small corner of the Mid-South. However, unlike
Green’s work, these spaces are heavily contained from the outside of the gay community.
Using a variety of narratives of respectability, homosexual expression is suppressed in
other areas of Memphis, and the greater Mid-South area.
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For miles, gay men flock to these spaces, while some migrate to these areas, most
decide that they will not stay. Those that migrate from the rural areas state that while
they experience a great deal of freedom in comparisons to their hometowns, they do note
that other cities have a lot more to offer in the way of homosexual expression. That is,
while their hometowns force them to conform to heteronormative ideas of desire,
Memphis allows them to live freely, so long as they do so in the proper spaces.
While discussing these ideas of space with these men, I have found that ideas of
respectable behavior are one of the primary forces driving the politics of space. By
socializing these men to ideas of proper behavior stemming from narratives of religiosity,
masculinity, and racial identity, these men are told throughout their lives how to behave
when out in normative society. That is, formal sanctions, whether lived or perceived,
become the authority that polices deviant forms of sexuality.
These politics have also taken on a racial desperate that echoes from times of
legal segregation in Memphis. While Memphis draws multiple lines of containment from
racial to economic distinctions, the containment of racialized neighborhoods has
produced a significant narrative for both White and Black men negotiating their sexual
identities. While both Black and White gay men are faced with ideas of masculinity and
religiosity, they are experienced differently. From my sample I found that Black men
experience an emphasized notion of both masculinity and religiosity that becomes
integral to a Black narrative. Thus, when Black gay men violate these notions of
respectability, they also experience an invalidation of an ideology of Black authenticity.
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For the White respondents in my study, concepts of masculinity become driving
narratives that reduce them to negotiating their sexual identities. While these respondents
were the only ones with accounts of violence it would suggest that masculinity becomes
integral to the White role of sexuality. However, it would be naïve to think that Black
men in Memphis have not faced violence for violations of masculine proscriptions of
homosexuality.
These narratives have contributed to the formation of both White and Black
spaces of homosexuality. While White spaces are easily accessible and situated in an
open environment for non-normative behavior for the area, Black spaces are reduced to
secretive and fluid spaces. That is, White spaces in the Midtown area are solidified in
their surrounding neighborhoods, and are well known and go unchallenged. Identified
Black spaces tend to live short lives and are placed in surrounding racialized narratives.
Often resorting to travelling from bar-to-bar on an informed circuit, these spaces do not
often live long lives.
Limitations
While this research lends itself to possible directions that future research should
consider when analyzing sexuality, it comes with multiple limitations. First, this is a
non-representative sample of the LGBT population in Memphis. While forming such a
sample would prove difficult given that there is no official register of gay men in
Memphis, a more generous sample size would provide a richer understanding to the
themes in this analysis. Second, while the snowball sampling method is a widely
accepted practice for gathering respondents in invisible populations, such as the gay
community, it does limit variability due to the fact that relationships tend to form with
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shared statuses, such as socioeconomic status. Third, by placing flyers on the university
campus, I began my data collection with men that are at an economically advantaged
status. While research (Baunach et al 2009; Durell, Chiong, and Battle 2007; Lemelle
and Battle 2004) suggests that socioeconomic status is positively associated with attitudes
towards gay men, I restricted the economic variability in my study. While the men in my
sample provide a wide spectrum of economic status, most of the men are comfortably
middle class with middle class backgrounds. Fourth, while this project focuses on Black
and White distinctions of sexuality in Memphis, future research should address the rising
Latino(a) populations, as well as other racial and ethnic formation of sexual narratives.
And finally, religiosity among the White men in my sample was low for the area, and
future research should account for this major limitation.
Directions for Future Research
Future research should consider not only adopting the politics of space framework
when analyzing uncharted LGBT communities, but also consider reevaluating how
LGBT spaces are contained in areas in the North and the West. Furthermore, evaluating
the narratives of respectability that are significant to these areas is crucial to
understanding how gay spaces are contained in even the largest and more iconic gay
areas—areas like New York, Los Angeles, Austin and Atlanta. Moreover, how the
politics of space uses tropes of race and masculinity to contain spaces of deviant
sexualities needs to be contextualized within a multi-regional context.
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Conclusion
From a macro prospective of the Mid-South, homosexuality is constrained to
urban spaces, primarily Memphis. Narratives of sexuality in Memphis, however, further
this reservation of space by containing homosexuality within the Midtown area. From
the micro perspective, narratives of respectability along the lines of race, masculinity and
religiosity are instrumental in maintaining this isolation of homosexuality. Furthermore,
stratification of race and space within the city echo within the LGBT community and
contribute to racialized LGBT institutions within the Memphis area. Like these spaces,
Black and White gay men experience racially specific narratives towards sexuality, each
carrying masculine specific expectations and sanctions for normative sexual behavior.
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APPENDIX A
Interview Guide
Homosexual Identity
1) When did you first identify as a gay man?
2) Before you identified as a gay man what did you think about gay men?
3) How do you feel others thought about gay men?
4) Can you tell me about a time when you felt the need to conceal your sexuality?
4a) What was specific about that situation?
5) Can you tell me about another time you felt the need to conceal your sexuality?
5a) What was specific about the situation?
(Repeat items (5) and (5a) until the point of saturation)
6) How do you decide who to share your sexuality with?
Gender
1) Have you ever felt pressure to be masculine?
2) In what ways were you pressured?
3) Do you ever feel it is important to be masculine?
4) Do you feel masculinity is important to you?
5) What does it mean to be a masculine gay man?

Race
1) What do you think about black gay men?
2) What do you think about white gay men?
3) What differences do you think there are in how black and white people think
about gay men?
4) How do you think the race of the gay man affects these opinions?

Place
1) How do you think being in the south has affected public opinions of gay men?
2) How do you think being in an urban setting, such as Memphis, affects these
opinions?
3) How do you think religiosity affects public opinion in the south?
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APPENDIX B

Volunteers Wanted for a Research Study

Race, Place, and Sexual Identity
Purpose of study: This research seeks to examine how ones race, residence in the urban
south, and sexual identity cumulatively impact one’s social behavior, and if so in what
ways does one manage their sexual identity.
Procedure and duration: Seeking volunteers to participate in an interview regarding
sexual identity. The nature of this interview is to address life experiences with social
prejudice and discrimination. The interview is expected to take between forty-five
minutes to two hours. Participants will also be asked to complete a short survey
requesting demographic information. Participants will have the option of a face-face or a
telephone interview.
Eligibility: All participants must be 18 years or older. Only participants that identify as
white or black/African American, a gay man, have either (a) lived in Memphis for at least
5 years or (b) lived in a southern city with a population larger than 300,000 people for at
least 5 years, are no older than 35 years old, and are willing to take part in this study will
be accepted.

Contact: To volunteer, or to seek more information, please contact graduate student Allen
West of the Department of Sociology by phone at 901-831-4990 or by email at
ahwest@memphis.edu
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APPENDIX C
Cover Sheet
1. Age ____________________
2. Gender______________________
3. Sexual Orientation _________________
3.








Is your race/ethnicity
White (non-Hispanic)
Latina/Hispanic
Black or African American
Native American
Asian
Pacific Islander
Other (specify) ____________________

4. Occupation:
____________________________________________________________
5.







What is the highest level of standard education you have received:
8th grade or less
Some high school
High school
Some college or two year degree
Four-year college degree
Advanced degree

6.










Approximate total household income
Under $15,000
$15,000-19,999
$20,000-29,999
$30,000-39,999
$40,000-49,999
$50,000-74,999
$75,000-99,999
$100,000-150,000
Over $150,000

7. Have you been a citizen of the city of Memphis for at least 5 years?

Yes

No
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8. If you have not been a citizen of Memphis for at least 5 years, have you lived in a southern
city with a population greater than 300,000 for the past 5 years?

Yes

No
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